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JEWISH mTERPRETATION OF PROPHECY.^ 

By T. K. Chbyne, D. D., 

Rectory of Tendrlng, Colchester, Kngland. 



I will not attempt a Prmparatio Evangelica on a large scale, and will leave on 
•one side the claimants of Messiahship, whose history would form an interesting 
•chapter in a Christian apologia. Far be it from me to judge them, or to pretend 
to have sounded a deep psychological problem. Nor will I do more than indicate 
the deep and prophetic dissatisfaction with Judaism expressed in the Cabbalistic 
movement. The points of^ contact with Christianity in the Cabbala are 'undeni- 
able ; the movemsnt itself is natural, and deserves sad, respectful sympathy, but 
it 'stands apart from the regular development of Jewish thought. The same 
remark applies to the Jewish movement in Persia towards Babism, the most mod- 
ern outburst of nominally Mohammedan mysticism and, as you probably know, not 
■without Christian affinities. And I must not attempt on this occasion to estimate 
the results of the preaching of Christian missionaries, and of the circulation of 
the New Testament, in various parts of the Jewish world. I will only quote two 
significant sayings, the one from an English, the other from a Eussian Jew. The 
iormer, an intelligent inquirer, has reached this point, that " Christ may, indeed 
■must, have been more than human ; but between this concession and Deity (he 
says) there is an infinite gulf." The other, a devout man, well read in the Old 
and New Testaments, said, " although I am still far from believing Jesus to be 
the Son of God, yet I consider him my mediator with God," and I often say in 
my prayers, " This for the sake of Jesus of Nazareth," (that is, not for the sake of 
the inferior merits of the Jewish " fathers "). Such persons seem on the point of 
reviving a primitive JudsBO-Christianity : dare we hinder them ? Are we sure 
that the Hellenized theology of the Church of the Councils is not partly responsi- 
ble for Jewish unbelief ? I do not wish to see the Christian religion de-Hellen- 
ized ; even for the Jews themselves a Hebraizing Christianity could perhaps only 
be a halting-point. The doctrine of the Logos, in its essence, is the postulate, not 
■only of a deep historical philosophy, but of a complete Christian experience. It 
has yet to be proved that this conception is inconsistent with the Theism of the 
Hebrew prophets. But there is no doubt that the mental habits of a Jew almost 
■compel him to think that it is. He interprets the prophets by the light of the 
:Sh'ina, forgetting that the great prophets were not preoccupied with the monothe- 
istic idea of Deuteronomy, forgetting the El-gibbor of the first Messianic prophecy. 
While the prejudices of Judaism are what they are, is not a Judseo-Christian 
■church a necessity ? In the earliest times the Gentile Christians received their 
directions from Jerusalem ; must the Jewish Christians in our time be dictated to 
toy Leipsic or Canterbury ? Such is the question which, during the past year, 
has been practically answered in the negative in the South Russian province of 
Bessarabia. I should have no excuse for not devoting a few moments to this 
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remarkable because spontaneous Judseo-Christian movement, the oflScial papers of 
which supply us with material as important as any of the rabbinical commenta- 
ries. Its object is the formation of Christian communities of Jewish nationality, 
repudiating the dogmatic forms of the Gentile churches, and retaining so much of 
the Law and of the national customs of the Jews as is not inconsistent with the 
spirit of the Gospel. Its leader, Joseph Kabinowitz, is not a Eeform- Jew; he clings 
to the idea of a personal Messiah, not merely on biblical grounds, but because " the 
moral and spiritual wounds " of the Jews require a physician, and this physician, 
this national leader or Messiah, can, historically, be no other than Jesus of Naza- 
reth. " Therefore," says the twelfth thesis of the programme, " our strong love 
to our Israelitish brethren obliges us to sanctify and reverence the name of Jesus 
our brother, devoutly learning his holy words, and taking the books of the New 
Testament into our houses for a blessing, and uniting them- with all the sacred 
writings which our true wise men in all generations have left us for a blessing." 
The words "Jesus our brother " sound the keynote of this confession of faith, and 
contain the secret of the attractiveness of the movement. But another sentence 
of its leader, not included in the programme, is equally significant, " I first of all 
honored Jesus as the great man with a compassionate heart, afterwards as him 
who sought the good of my people, last of all, as him who has borne my sins." 

The oldest church history tells us how on hearing certain things, the chief 
priests "were much perplexed concerning them, whereunto this would grow." 
(Acts v., 24, E. v.). But to Jews and Christians alike we may quote the saying, 
" Destroy it not, for a blessing is in it." (Isa. lxv., 8.) Yes, even to Jews. For 
all friends of Israel should hail with joy every spontaneous moral effort on the 
part of Jews. I for my part can greet with almost equal sympathy that phase of 
progressive Judaism which a young and fervent Israelite has so attractively pic- 
tured in the Contemporary Beview. Those who think with him may surely in a 
very true sense be called disciples of Jesus ; for they not only honor our Master, 
but have been morally influenced by his life. I claim them as prophetic heralds 
of a fuller discipleship, when " all Israel," in St. Paul's words— that is, all Israel 
worthy of the name, the " servant of Jehovah " in one of the two higher senses- 
shall be " saved." I know full well that this liberal or progressive Judaism has its 
own interpretation of the great Messianic prophecy of the Deutero-Isaiah. To it 
" the hope of Israel " is not the Messiah, but the realization on Israel's part of its 
own quasi-Messianic calling. The prophecy of a Messiah (that is, of a king Mes- 
siah, and to the Jews there is no other sense of the word) is regarded as only the 
temporary investiture of the belief in progress.! But the prophecy of a servant of 
Jehovab, who shall make known the truth to the Gentiles, is permanently and 
literally true of the people of Israel. For this beneficent object, and not to bear 
an imaginary punishment, the Jewish people has been so wonderfully preserved. 
The Talmud has had its day ; its ordinances maintained its national peculiari- 
ties; but all that was good in it has passed into the life-blood of its people. 
Eeformed-Judaism desires no return to Palestine, no exchange of prayer for sac- 
rifice, no Messiah ; it claims, indeed, a primacy, but only that claimed already 
for England by Milton, of " teaching the nations how to live." The theory of the 
Eeform- Jews, both in its negative and in its affirmative aspects, is not so bold as- 
it may seem. It is but the combination and development of teachings of emi- 
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nent rabbis, from Johanan ben-Sakkai to Maimonides and Joseph Albo : it does 
but represent tlie point at which the entire Judaism of the West is bound logic- 
ally to arrive. The same right by which the Talmudic doctors adapted the Scrip- 
tures to their age appertains to the wise men of our own totally different age. 
The question is that of the legitimacy of doctrinal and ritual developments. We 
have long ago settled this for ourselves in the aflBrmative ; can we quarrel with 
the Jews for taking a similar course ? I criticise the development of Eef orm- 
Judaism, not as in principle unjustified, but as Inadequate to the wants of the 
Jews. Take for instance its assertion of the Messianic functions of the Jewish 
people. I heartily concur with Jewish writers in opposing the theory that the 
Jews are under a curse for having rejected the true Messiah. Doubtless every 
nation must suffer the consequences of its own misdeeds,, and, speaking historic- 
ally, it was the rejection of that new creation of Judaism, called the Gospel, which 
involved the Jewish people in a complication of calamities. But must we not 
admit, that, upon the whole, the dispersion of the Jews has produced beneficial 
results both for themselves and for the world ? 

I will only now allude to the preciousness for the balance of truth of the vig- 
orous Jewish protest against polytheism. Was not this a result which deserves to 
be called providential ? And must we not sympathise with the heart-felt rhetoric 
of Jewish preachers, when they declare that the flames which reduced the temple 
to ashes were not less the ministers of God's will and the prophets of his wisdom 
than the men who once erected that holy house.i Truly, if " Messianic " be only 
another word for " beneficent in the moral and religious sphere," the Jewish peo- 
ple has often exercised Messianic functions. But how can we accept this for the 
fulfillment of the prophecies in the Deutero-Isaiah? For what is there upon such a 
hypothesis to justify the enthusiasm of the writer ? and if a high ecclesiastical 
authority (Archbishop Benson) is right, and there are truths from the far East 
waiting to be worked into our view of the Gospel, why may not other Eastern 
races besides the Jewish be called Messianic ? But if the term " Messianic " 
implies a commission to propagate the fullest and truest religion, can it be said 
that the Jews have taken up their privilege ? Do they indeed even desire to do 
so ? Here are two striking sentences which I myself heard fall from the lips of a 
learned Eabbi, "Of a truth ! Jesus is a Savior of the Gentile world, seeing that ye, 
Gentile Christians, are the seal of his Saviorship in God ! May then Christianity 
yet bring many thousands and millions of men to Christian worship, to the wor- 
ship of the God first recognized and taught by Israel to mankind."^ But if Israel 
claims the privilege, can it disembarrass itself from the responsibilities ? The 
prophecy, " He shall bring forth judgment to the nations," is not exhausted by 
the most decided passive protest against heathen religions. I think that the most 
candid Jews would not deny the soundness of this objection. I think that they 
would be the foremost to reprove the spiritual pride which seems to lurk in so 
many Jewish utterances. Israel is not yet a Messianic people, but it may, and, 
if the visions of the prophets are to be realized, it must, become a Messianic peo- 
ple. Not that other nations are excluded; it is true in more than one sense. 

that— 

" all men to be 
Will make one people ere man's race be run." 

1 S. Holdheim, Predigten, i., 103, referring to Maimonides. 

2 Dr. Schiller-Szlnessy, Expositim of Isa. Ui., 13— liii., 12, p. 31. 
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The true Israel is a spiritual one, and embraces all, whether Jews or Greeks, who 
wrestle with God and for God. Christians of all nations are called upon to do 
Messianic work, but none have such gifts for this high calling as the Jfews. Each 
nation has its own strength and its own weakness, and the strength of the Jews 
lies in their intensity and persistent energy. They are a born missionary nation ; 
though as yet the best part of their mission has been obscured by their protest. 
But now, alas ! the eye of the great protester is become dim, and his natural force 
abated; and before the Jewish nation can become the "lamp" to which an 
ancient doctor, or the " fountain" to which the great Berlin preacher, Solomon 
Holdheim, has compared it, it must gain a deeper intuition and a more abounding 
moral energy. Is it not this which the Deutero-Isaiah saw in vision, when he 
promised in the name of Jehovah, "I will pour water upon him that is thirsty, 
and floods upon the dry ground "? (Isa. xliv., 3.) Christendom needs this, too, 
I am sure ; but Israel as a nation, unlike Christendom, still needs to feel her need. 
Not a mere Reform- Judaism, drawing part of its vitality from the Gospel ; not a 
mere orthodox Western Christianity, but a moral and spiritual new birth through 
Jesus, can be the climax of her history. " The sons of Judah have to choose that 
God may again choose them." (Mordecai.) But will God again choose them ? 
Surely ; " God hath not cast away his people whom he foreknew." (Rom. xi., 
2.) As the old Hebrew sages have said, " a divine word, even though conditional 
is never recalled." " I am Jehovah, I change not : therefore ye sons of Jacob are 
not consumed." When Jacob's name was changed to Israel, he was a prophetic 
type of his descendants. In his people he will yet again wrestle with God, and at 
midnight he will prevail. The past and present sufferings of his race will be for- 
gotten in the great, the second redemption. He will recognize in " Jesus our 
Brother " the true Savior and reconciler of Jew and Gentile ; not the destroyer of 
his nationality, but its glorifier ; the personal revelation of Him whose name is 
love. There are signs that Jacob's wrestling is soon to begin ; can we, members 
of a Messianic Church, be unconcerned spectators ? Can we, and dare we ? For 
there is another strife beginning, and we need Israel's— that is, God's champion's 
help. As a progressive Jewish writer (J. Singer) has lately said, "the next gen- 
eration will see one of the most serious crises of history— serious above all for 
the still undecided religious question." I join him in his recommendation of the 
study of the origines of Judaism and Christianity. God grant that, before the 
conflict rages fiercely, the Christian may learn to read the New Testament more 
in the light of the Old, and the Israelite the Old Testament more in that of the 
New. Then shall we become fellow-champions of a religion, the same in its 
essence, though not in all its forms— the same, that is, in the heart- worship of a 
self-revealing God, who has brought us near both to each other, and to himself by 
the sacrifice of his Son. 



